baptism. 6 Yet, as Nancy Bookidis, the assistant director of the Corinth Excavations, has observed, "an increasing awareness of regional variations in ancient religion ... [has] made the generalizations of the past somewhat suspect."7 The growing body of knowledge about religion in ancient Corinth provided by archaeology may necessitate qualifying general claims made about GrecoRoman religions, including ancient Christianity. Specific to this study,archaeolOgical data from Corinth and its environs, the Corinthia; may help explain why the Christians of early Roman Corinth extended the rite of baptism to their dead.
.
I. The World of the Dead in Corinthian Religion
Both ancient Greek and Roman societies devoted considerable resources to the dead, in part for fear of them but primarily because the living were thought to be obligated to help the deceased become integrated into the realm of the dead. Such help was crucial, for the moment of death was thought to mark only the beginning of a long and sometimes difficult transition to the next world. s In Greece this help began with proper mourning and h.urial rites and . continued for some time in the form of periodic commemobtions of the deceased, such as festivals. Remembering the' dead also involved.visiting the grave, a visit that mightinclude sacrifices and feasts held for them. A few Greek graves even had feeding tubes so that,blood offerings and libations could be communicated directly to the deceased. Many of these practices appear to reflect a belief that the dead could benefit directly from actions performed on their behalf, particularly at the grave. Acting on this belief, some individuals set up trusts to ensure that they would be adequately commemorated and provided for in death. 9 Despite many differences in practice, Roman attitudes toward, and beliefs about, death and the dead had much in common with the Greek perspective. Proper burial was so great a concern that clubs existed to ensure that members were adequately mourned and buried, and these were very popular in imperial Roman society.iO Postburial commemoration of the dead focused, much as in Greece, on graveside feasts and annual festivals.u Providing for the dead could entail major financial outlays: wealtllY Romans established elaborate tombs and even funerary gardens equipped with dining rooms, kitchens, wells, and cisterns.l 2 Obviously, such expenditures reflected well on the living. At the same time, many Romans were convinced that the dead dwelt in the tomb and they needed adequate facilities. 13 In all this, the Romans exhibited the same sense of obligation to, and honor of, the dead as did the Greeks. In broad terms this is how ancient Greeks and Romans related to their dead. Unfortunately, little of the information for this description comes from the Corinthia; the studies of ancient Greek burial customs by Donna Kurtz and John Broadman and by Robert Garland depended heavily on Attic evidence, the Roman study by Jocelyn Toynbee on Italian data.l 4 Nevertheless, burials in the Corinthia provide data that support this general picture. At least the burials there seem to be fairly typical. Corinth's North Cemetery represents the largest excavated burial ground in the Corinthia and it has a broad chronological range of burials. Hazel Palmer's study of the classical and Hellenistic Greek graves documents a steady interest in supplying the dead with adequate goods, for even the least expensive graves had v.ases in and by them, sometimes a considerable number.15
Roman-era graves in the North Cemetery contained on average fewer pottery offerings than Greek-era graves, but this fact should not be read as a sign of lessening concern for the dead. 16 The continuing strength of tllis concern found clear expression in impressive Roman chamber tombs dating from the late first century CE, which excavators unearthed in a hillside near Corinth's North Cemetery. The most elaborate of these had niches for the remains of 'several individuals, wall paintings, numerous lamps and small finds, and even a well shaftP The size and details of the tomb point to lavish expenditure typical of the Roman era and underscore how much attention the dead commanded. All in all, the data from Corinthian burials confirm the general picture I have drawn of the deep obligation ancient Greeks and Romans felt toward their dead. Concern for the dead could find other channels of expression in both Greek and Roman religion, and early Roman Corinthia provides ample evidence of an emerging preoccupation with the dead and the world of the dead. The cultic focal point of Isthmia, the religious center of the Corinthia, was the temple of Poseidon, yet the Panhellenic games celebrated there were dedicated to the dead hero Palaimon or Melikertes and were funerary in nature. IS How early the Palaimon cult emerged at the Poseidon site is uncertain. Walter Burkert sees this or like development occurring at all the Panhellenic game sites by the seventh century BCE, but the evidence for it at Isthmia does not exist. I9 Excavations at Isthmia have turned up no evidence for the Palaimon cult before Roman times, and literary evidence comes largely from writers of Roman imperial times. 20 As a result, some, such as John Hawthorne, argue that the cult of Palaimon began only after Roman settlement. 21 Others, including the excavators of Isthmia, posit some level of pre-Roman activity but can offer only tentative identification of its location. 22 . . No matter when it began at Isthmia, the Palaimon cult did not become prominent until the Roman period. 23 Archaeological data-numismatic and architectural-provide evidence of a round temple by the middle of the second Gentury, and predating this are several pits and a high wall enclOSing the Palaimon precinct. 24 The pits were evidently used for burning sacrifices, for all showed signs of intense heat and were filled with ash and burnt animal bones. 25 The earliest of these, pit A, contained pottery that would suggest it was in use from 50 to 80 CE.26 This archaeological evidence accords well with the literary record: Philostratus says that the secret rites of Pal aim on (Melikertes) included offerings (tvaytO'Jla'ta) from a slaughtered black bull (Imag. 2.16). Excavators also recovered a large number of distinctive lamps from the site, which suggests nocturnal rites, a deduction confirmed by Plutarch's description of the Melikertes rites (Thes. 25). 27 The literary and archaeological evidence not only indicates the importance of Palaimon in the Roman period; it makes clear the nature of the cult: worship focused on the dead or the chthonic. 28 All the features of the cult and the site-nocturnal rites, the burning of black animals in a sacrificial pit, a round sanctuary-conform to a chthonic rather than OlympiC orientation. 29 And when Philostratus refers to the offerings that go to Palaimon, he calls them enagismata, which refers to offerings to the dead or the chthonic deities. 3o Thus, the rise of the Palaimon cult in Roman times indicates that the Corinthia's religiOUS center, Isthmia, represented not only Poseidon but more and more that side of religion having to do with the dead and the gods of the dead.
Confirmation of a growing emphasiS on the underworld in Roman Isthmia comes from the history of the Demeter cult there. As yet no temple or sanctuary has been found at Isthmia, so the center of cultic practices eludes interpreters. Nevertheless, archaeological evidence points to two places of cultic activity. The first is the ridge spur known as the Rachi, south of and overlooking the temple of Poseidon site, although the steepness of the slope would have prevented temple construction there. Votive pottery in the form of miniature water jugs (hydridi) and baskets (kalathoi) unearthed on the Rachi suggest Demeter worship because miniatures of preCisely this type have been recovered ln great numbers at the Demeter and Persephone sanctuary in Corlnth. 31 Moreover, excavators also found many terra-cotta figurines, some of which reflect distinctively Demeter iconography. The dating of these objects indicates 25 that Demeter worship flourished on the Rachi from the sixth century down to the fourth and possibly the third century BCE.32 _ Two chance finds several hundred yards south and west of the Poseidon temple site suggest a second possible center for the Demeter cult. The two items, a statue of a young girl and a large vase (skyphoid krater) with reliefs, were inscribed to Demeter. They both date from some time in the fourth century BCE. Demeter devotion was evidently taking place somewhere in the area, yet excavations in the vicinity of these finds have produced no further evidence. 33 There may have been no sanctuary or shrine to Demeter at Isthmia in the Greek period, but an inscription verifies the existence of a temple to her in Roman times. 34 Composed to acknowledge the lavish building program of the Isthmian high priest Juventianus, the inscription speaks of constructing the PalaimonioI). and its place of offering for the dead (EvaYlcm;ptOv) as well as an enclosure around the temples of the sacred glen, a place yet to be uncovered. In the glen stood temples dedicated to Demeter (Eueteria), Persephone, Dionysos, and Artemis. The first two Juventianus takes credit for having restored, as they had suffered from earthquakes and age. The date of the ins,?ription is disputed; it may be late first, early second, or late second century.35 Whatever the precise date, the inscription indicates that the Demeter temple had been standing for some time.
. The Juventianusinscription not only provides evidence of Demeter devotion at Roman Isthmia and locates the center of cultic activity; it also indicates the orientation of that activity. The gods of the underworld were prominent at Isthmia, and Demeter was associated with them. Persephone or Kore, the queen of the dead, had her own temple in the sacred glen. Moreover, the inscription mentions a religiOUS site dedicated to Hade/>, a Plutoneion, there. 36 Worship of Hades was virtually nonexistent in ancient Greece, for sacred sites dedicated to him are very rare. 37 That there was a Plutoneion at Isthmia underscores the chthonic disposition of the place. Furthermore, the grouping of 3.2 V. Anderson-Stojanovic, "Cult and Industry of Isthmia: A Shrine on the Rachi," paper presented at the Archaeological Institute of America 89th General Meeting, New York, 1987; summarized inAJA 92 (1988) Demeter with Persephone and Hades suggests that Demeter devotion in the Roman period had a predominantly chthonic orientation.
Roman-era Demeter worship had the same cast in Corinth. The sanctuary of Demeter and Persephone on the slope of Acrocorinth saw new life in the first century CE after a period of abandonment triggered by Roman general Mummius's sacking of Corinth in 146 BCE. The Roman Corinthians reestablished the sanctuary farther uphill. The three small temples they built there in the latter half of the first century constituted the focal point of cultic activity.38 Sometime after the temples were constructed, in the late second or early third century, a mosaic went down on the floor of the middle temple. It depicts two baskets and two large snakes wrapped around them. 39 Given the snake's funer-, ary and underworld affinities, what we have in the mosaic is an iconographical indicator of the Roman sanctuary's chthonic focus, an emphasis that is further confirmed by the dedicatory inscription on the mosaic. 40 A certain Octavios Agathopous recorded the date of his benefaction as the year that Charis served as priestess of N eotera, an appellation the excavators of the Demeter sanctuary believe refers not to Demeter but to Kore or Persephone. 41 Thus, the central temple of the Roman-period sanctuary appears to have been dedicated to the queen of the underworld rather than Demeter.
Other finds at the site further confirm this underworld orientation and prove it went back to the beginning. of renewed cultic activity. Curse tablets (defixiones) are not unusual finds at a Demeter sanctuary,42 but in Corinth they appear for the first time in the Roman era, concentrated at levels dating to an early phase of Roman occupation, probably late first or early second century.43 A full treatment of the Corinthian sanctuary curse tablets has yet to appear in print because their poor condition has made them difficult to deCipher, but it is known that they invoked the undelWorld gods, in almost every case against women. 44 The pottery record for the Demeter and Persephone sanctuary is also revealing. Compared with the Greek era, there is little Roman pottery that had an exclUSively cultic function. Gone are the miniature vases-winnowing baskets, water jugs, and bowls for mixing wine-that clearly served as votives, gifts from worshiper to deity.45 Of the Roman cultic pottery perhaps the most prominent are eighty-one large, coarse-ware vessels, seventy-three of which probably served as incense burners (thymiateria) . Several features of these vessels are noteworthy: all of these vessels have unusual impressed piecrust decoration; one has an incised wavy line on its upper wall. 46 What makes these features so noteworthy is this: piecrust decoration also appears on Roman cremation urns, three of which were found in first-century burials in the North Cemetery.47 One can also see a wavy line on one of these urns, in this case painted on the fabric of the urn. The interpreter is faced at this point with relatively rare features shared by types of pottery with different functions, one cultic and the other funerary. But it may not be coincidental that two different types of pottery share this feature, if Roman Corinthian religion had a markedly undelWorld and thus funerary cast. In other words, this common feature may serve as verification that Demeter worship in the Roman era focused on the world of the dead.
Confirming this interpretation of the Demeter incense burners are lid fragments that evidently belonged to the burners.4B The lids' fabric, color, and thickness match the incense burners', and the lids show traces of burning. All three lids have piecrust decoration and at least two, possibly three, have snake applique. Given the fact that snake imagery had strong funerary and chthonic 42 As we have seen, however, the material record also points to innovation; archaeolOgical data verify the existence of a new and widespread religiOUS perspective. The rise of the Palaimon cult at Isthmia and the orientation of Demeter devotion in the Roman period point unequivocally to a development transcending cult boundaries: the emergence during the middle of the first century CE of a religious outlook focused intensely on the dead and the world of the dead.
Determining why the religiOUS culture of early Roman Corinth as a whole developed in this way goes beyond the scope of this paper, but at least with regard to the Corinthian Christians, their emphasiS on the dead IJ!. steady and strong sense of obligation to the dead in ancient Corinth, they also document varying burial practices in the first century CEo More to the point, in the early Roman period the Corinthians were carrying out very different burial practices concurrently. In that period-Hazel Palmer contends that the cemetery went out of use at the end of the first centuryS"-we have evidence that Corinthians were practicing both cremation and inhumation. Palmer concludes that a residual Greek population inhuming its dead and Roman colonists cremating their dead were using the cemetery, and this conclusion makes sense given the typical burial practice of Romans and Greeks in the first century.55 Did this difference in burial customs draw attention to the dead and the duty the living had to help them in their journey to the underworld? We cannot draw this conclusion for Corinthians in general because we do not know the level of integration between the local Greek population and the Roman colonists. But in the case of the Corinthian Christians, Gerd Theissen's compilation of those known by name indicates a mixed community of Romans and Greeks. 56 If differences in burial practices heightened concern about the disposition of the dead, such a preoccupation would have existed among the Christians of Corinth.
II. Baptism for the Dead in the Corinthian ReligiOUS Environ~ent
New Testament scholars now have a more detailed picture of the religiOUS environment in which the Christian communities of the Corinthia arose and with which they interacted. This study suggests that first-century Corinthians were preoccupied with the world of the dead, so they attached themselves to deities that would allow them to address that concern. Accordingly, the worship of the dead hero Palaimon blossomed at Isthmia, and attention to Persephone and other underworld powers overshadowed other elements within the local Demeter cult.
Corinthian Christianity, in order to survive and flourish, had to address this same orientation. As Christianity grew on Corinthian soil it became more and more a Gentile community, and many coming into the church brought with them a concern for the world of the dead. While it seems lOgical that baptism, a ritual of entry or boundary crossing, might have been used widely to aid the deceased as they made the transition from life to death, only the Corinthian Christians acted on this lOgiC. What fostered this practice at Corinth was a local preoccupation with the underworld, such that Christians of first-century Corinth were pushed to innovate. Put simply, the Corinthian Christians would 54 Blegen, Palmer, and Young, North Cemetery, 65 not have instituted baptism on behalf of the dead if Corinthian religion of the Roman era had not been preoccupied with the realm of the dead. 57
Concern for the dead certainly did come to expression in other Christian circles. For instance, Paul felt compelled to assure the Thessalonian Christians about the place of deceased community members in the events of the parousia (1 Thess 4:13-18). Concern for dead ancestors and the central importance of baptism may have prompted Hermas's interpretation of a vision, in which deceased apostles and teachers preached and baptized among those who had died before the advent of Christ (Herm. Sim. 9.16.5-6). As for aiding tHe dead or dying on their way from the world of the living to that of the dead and the role of a sacrament in this process, a story recorded by Eusebius is instructive: a certain Serapion, seeking a final release from his sins, put off death until the moment his grandson dropped a portion of the Eucharist in his mouth (Hist.
Eccl. 6.44.2-6). All these examples indicate an early Christian concern for the dead, and in doing so they attest to how pervasive such a concern was in the Greco-Roman world.
Yet, other ancient Christians did not extend the practice of baptism to their dead. Why not? Because, according to my argument, local religiOUS environments elsewhere did not elevate a general concern for the dead into a preoccupation with the dead and the world of the dead. At Corinth the practice arose alongside, and perhaps in competition with, the developing chthonic orientation of other Corinthian religions, all as responses to an intense local preoccupation with the dead. It seems unlikely that the configuration and details of the Corinthian situation could have occurred elsewhere, even though we have little evidence to say definitively they did not. Other Roman colonies in Greece, such as Philippi, might have developed a religiOUS climate for the local Christian community similar to that of Corinth, but the material record qurrently available from that site does not allow for a valid comparison. Archaeological reports do exist on burial practices there, for example, but are preliminary and incomplete when set beside the record from Corinth's North Cemetery.58 Excavation of Roman Thessalonica, impeded by the location and size of the modem city, has been so limited that comparison with Roman Corinth would be pointless. 59 Even without a means of verification, however, it seems reasonable to 57 Charles Kennedy has argued that the controversy over food offered to idols at Corinth conclude that the Corinthian environment was unparalleled, since in general local religious environments varied widely.
The conditions that fostered the emergence of baptism for the dead must have been unusual, for even at Corinth we have only Paul's reference to it. How long this Corinthian practice survived is uncertain, but the paucity of refertmces to it by Christian writers suggests neither a widespread nor long-lived phenomenon. This argument from silence based on literary evidence (the lack thereof), would not be strong except that it fits well with the history of burial practices in the Roman Empire. Roman practices underwent a sudden and dramatic change in the second century, bringing them into conformity with the Hellenistic customs of the eastern Mediterranean. In other words, the Romans switched from cremation to inhumation, so that the entire empire had a common burial practice in the second and later centuries. 60 If, as I have suggested, baptism for the dead arose in part from a heightened concerned for the dead that originated from differences between Roman and Greek burial practices, then by the end of the second century this stimulus for the practice was gone. Presumably, baptism for the dead would have fallen into disuse, thus accounting for the silence about the practice at Corinth in Christian writings after Paul and the rarity of reference to it in general.
Connecting burial and baptism may press the evidence too far, however. Linking the emergence and disappearance of baptism for the dead at Corinth wi.th the presence and absence of differences in burial practices in the Corinthia, as appealing as such logiC may be, slights the larger phenomenon that baptism for the dead belonged to: the pronounced chthonic orientation of early Roman Corinthian religion. Since this emphasiS did not slacken in Demeter or Palaimon devotion in the course of the second century, it seems unlikely that Corinthian burial practices alone shaped practices of the local Christians. We should not underestimate the importance of death and the. treatment of the dead: differences in burial practice would have stood out in an ethnically mixed community like that of the Corinthian Christians; and death was central to, and definitive of, both Greek and Roman society, the opposite of many modem societies. 61 Still, it is probably best to reiterate the conclusion drawn above that baptism for the dead was one of several responses to a local preoccupation with the dead and the underworld, triggered in part by an anxiety arising from the difference between local Greek and colonial Roman burial practices.
This pronounced chthonic emphasiS may not only account for the emer- gence of baptism for the dead but also aid in explaining what the practiGe meant to the Corinthian Christians. To begin with, the Corinthian preoccupation with the dead and the underworld, when added to the already considerable attention ancient Greeks and Romans gave to their dead in general, acts as confirmation of what most NT scholars understand the Greek of 1 Cor 15:29 to describe: baptism for the dead meant baptism undergone by the living to benefit the dead. 62 Emphasis falls on the dead and the duty of the living to act on their behalf in this reading of the verse's Greek, which accords well with this study's examination of Greek and Roman attitudes toward the dead and its reconstruction of first-century Corinth's religiOUS climate.
Departures from this interpretation, even if they are textually possible, deseIVe criticism because they are unmindful of the religiOUS orientation of first-century Corinth. For instance, some have proposed altering the accepted punctuation of 1 Cor 15:29 so that Pll1tti~c.o and tmep 'troy V£1CproV belong to different clauses: "Else what will they achieve who are baptised-merely for the benefit of their dead bodies, if dead bodies never rise again? Why then be baptised just for them ?"63 This change allows the. practice to be understood as baptism for one's own body. Other interpreters take U1tEP in a final sense-"because of," "for the sake of' -and argue that baptism for the dead was an act undergone by the livingfor themselves, presumably unbaptized family members or relatives, to ensure their-reunion with dead Christian relatives or friends in the nextworld. 64 Both interpretations rid the practice of its vicarious action aimed at benefiting the dead and focus instead on the living. In doing so these alternatives distance the practice from its context, a culture in which aiding the dead was all important and which assumed that the world of the living could affect the world of the dead. The meager 'context prOvided by the letter of 1 Corinthians for 15:29 has encouraged interpre!ers to consider the dozens of possible readings that the grammar and vocabulary of the verse permit, and such speculation may have been justified in the past. Now, however, these possibilities can be tested against a specific context: the reconstruction of early Roman Corinthian religion based on archaeolOgical data. What more does this study suggest about the significance of baptism for the dead to the Corinthian Christians? We can probably specify with some accuracy who was baptized for whom. Primary obligation to the dead in Greek and Roman society typically fell to family members, so it is likely that those who had themselves baptized were kin of the dead. 65 Moreover, since the journey from the world of the living to that of the dead was a critical transition in the thinking of the Greeks and Romans, baptism was more likely undertaken for the recently deceased than for the long departed. 66 In thinking this way, Greco-Roman society reflects the perspective of many traditional societies in which dying is a relatively long process that only begins with physical death. 67 In that process, the deceased is thought to be precariously positioned between two worlds, the living and the dead. living society must, therefore, exert itself to help the deceased pass through the transition, so that the uncertain status that dying imposes on the deceased can be resolved. Accordingly, survivors carry out elaborate and lengthy rituals to separate the deceased from the world of the living and integrate' the newly departed into the world of the dead. By ensuring that the transition takes place, society overcomes the disruption that death introduces. Proper attention to the dead safely locates the deceased in the world of the dead and allows a social order fractured by death to regain its stability. 68 Greco-Roman society's elaborate funerary and mourning rituals cohered around the metaphor of journey, used to express the belief that the newly deceased had to make a transition from the world of the living to that of the dead. 69 At the popular level, the journey was thought to be arduous enough to require divine assistance. Thus, the messenger of the gods and guide to travelers, Hermes or Mercury, was assigned the task of guiding the deceased to the undeIWorld in his role as Psychopompus. The difficulties faced on the journey also came to expression in the figure of Charon, who charged the dead to ferry them across the river Styx at the boundary of the undeIWorld. So powerful was this image that both Greeks and Romans typically placed a coin in the mouth of the deceased as payment to Charon. 70 So pervasive was this popular belief that it eventually found its way into philosophical traditions and came to expression in Christian circles. 71 . Such accounts express quite vividly the belief that the newly deceased faced a difficult transition from this world to the next, so difficult that the deceased needed assistance to reach the other side.
This view of dying and death likely typified the Corinthian outlook, given how peIvasive it was in the Greco-Roman world and given the correspondence I noted above between Corinthian burials and those elsewhere. Set against this background, vicarious baptism was one among several funerary rituals the Corinthian Christians used to help the deceased community member through the difficult transition between life and death. Along this line of interpretation, a nineteenth-century study by Georg Heinrici compared vicarious baptism to providing the dead with a coin for Charon and to Roman Catholic mass said for those in purgatory in order to shorten their torment. 72 More recently, James Downey has argued that the Corinthians used vicarious baptism to protect their dead from the cosmic powers that might impede them on the joum~y to their final resting place. 73 These positions merit attention.
SOciolOgically speaking, the primary significance of vicarious baptism for the Corinthians may have lain in its function as a rite of passage. Arnold van Gennep's study of this phenomenon found common features in the rituals that signal an individual's movement from one stage of life to another. He included baptism with marriage and funeral ceremonies as rituals having the three fea-tures of a rite of passage: separation, transition, and incorporation. 74 Gennep's classification of baptism rested largely on how the sacrament had developed in the ancient and medieval church, but Wayne Meeks has made the same case for baptism in the first century. 75 The baptismal language of Paul and the Pauline communities invariably conveys departure or separation from a previous status and incorporation or integration into a new condition: buried into death/raised to newness of life (Rom 6:4; Col 2: 12); putting off the body of flesh or stripping off the old self/clothing yourself with the new self (Col 2:11; 3:9-10; cf. 2 Cor 5:17); uncircumcision of your flesh/circumcision of Christ (Col 2:11, 13); old status-Jew or Greek, slave or free, male or female/new status~ oneness in Christ (1 Cor 12:12-13; Gal 3:27-28); and so forth. Whether the Corinthians expressed their understanding of baptism in precisely these terms or not, they evidently were aware of the new status baptism had given them, which Paul took great pains to define (1 Cor 6:9-20; 1O:1~12; 12:13). 76 Baptism normally functioned as a ritual of initiation into the Christian community, but it could have served equally well as a rite of passage between life and death. Understood as such, the Corinthians would have considered it ideally suited to assist the deceased community member to leave the world of the living and to enter the world of the dead. Baptism for the dead would have alleviated any apprehension the Corinthian Christians might have had about the destiny of the newly deceased, because the ritual allowed them to enact, and thus to be assured of, the departed one's transition to the next world. Moreover, by enabling the living to separate the dead from this world, the practice allowed the community to resume life, free of the disruption caused by death. In the context of early Roman Corinth, this development in baptismal theology was both an expression of the religious culture's preoccupation with the chthonic and a response to it. From the standpOint of the Christian community, baptism for the dead was an expression of confidence that death posed no threat to the Christian, deceased or living. in which case denying the (future) resurrection was actually a claim that it had already taken place (cf. 1 Tim 2:18). Others find a dualistic orientation, of gnostic origin or otherwise, rife among the Corinthians, in which case denying resurrection (of the body from the dead) was actually a claim that the spiritual self, the soul or spirit, was immortal and it alone would enjoy an afterlife (cf. Justin, Dial. 80.4). What has made these and similar alternatives popular is, among other things, the deduction from-baptism for the dead that the Corinthians believed that something survived the grave, which would presumably tell against identifying their denial of resurrection as a blanket rejection of an afterlife. 77 Can the Corinthian practice of baptism for the dead eliminate the possibility that Paul was responding in 1 Corinthians 15 to some at Corinth that rejected any kind of afterlife? Paul had no reason to mention bapti~m for the dead unless he thought it would be an effective argument with the Corinthians, so presumably he introduced what he thought was an inconsistency in the Corinthians' theology. In this case, some at Corinth might have rejected an afterlife but practiced baptism for the dead, not realizing what the rite implied. The practice hardly rules out skepticism about the afterlife in some circle at COrinth, since the Corinthian Christians came from a variety of cultural and religiOUS backgrounds, and Paul thought he was arguing effectively. More likely, the Corinthians saw no connection and thus no contradiction between baptism for the· dead and skepticism about resurrection. If, as this study suggests, the Corinthians undertook baptism for the dead in order to claim·a place for them in the world of the dead, the practice had no bearing on questions of when, in what manner, or even whether the resurrection took place. In other words, a ritual marking the transition from life to death says little if anything about what lies beyond death and nothing at all about bringing the dead back to life. Hence, baptism for the dead may not be relevant for interpreting 1 Cor 15:12.
Paul's mention of the practice in chapter fifteen means thathe saw the matter differently. For him a ritual concerning the dead necessarily involved the issue of resurrection because Christ's death and resurrection were paradigmatic for all Christians-this is the logiC of 15:12-13-and because death was the enemy to be overcome by resurrection according to Paul's apocalyptically informed theology (15:24-28, 54-55). 78 The Corinthians would have claimed to overcome death, too, but they evidently understood the conquest differently. Through baptism for the dead they gained confidence that the disruption and uncertainty death produced in the community posed no ultimate threat. The prac:tice confirmed the movement of the deceased from an uncertain, liminal . status into the world of the dead and thereby Signaled that life could begin anew for the surviving community with no anxiety about the departed. 79 . This understanding and application of baptism may have troubled Paul, but not for the reasons typically offered by interpreters of the practice. Because his mention of it could imply his toleration or approval of it, many have tried to distance Paul from baptism for the dead or remove features regarded as offensive from it. Some maintain that Paul was arguing ad hominem or ex concessu in 1 Cor 15:29, so that he neither approved nor disapproved of the practice by referringto it. 80 Yet it would have been unlike Paul to refrain from criticizing a practice he did not at least tolerate, especially since he readily corrected misapplication or misunderstanding of baptism elsewhere (1 Cor 1:10-17; 10:1-the other hand, how could Paul have rejected a use of baptism that brought stability and unity to the community, a primary goal of his, particularly since baptism in its other uses at Corinth produced unwarranted self-confidence (1 Cor 10:1-13) and may have created divisions in the community (1:10-17)?88 Moreover, Paul believed the practice supported his argument for the resurrection of the dead, an all-important issue for him. So Paul mentioned baptism for the dead without objecting to it. Here Paul's practical side shone: if he could gain ground on issues of the greatest consequence to him, why not give ground in . his dealings with the Corinthian women, a matter about which he was ambivalent and perhaps even deeply conflicted. Paul did not voice any dissatisfaction with vicarious baptism in the Corinthian correspondence, but did he let the matter go? It may have troubled him that the Corinthians made no connection between baptism for the dead and resurrection, but he may not have thought it wise to countermand his tacit approval of it and confront the Corinthians directly. Instead, Paul may have returned to the matter indirectly when he wrote about baptism in his letter to the Romans. Scholars agree that Paul relied on, and responded to, baptismal tradition in Rom 6:1-11, but they disagree about the amount and character of the tradition he included and how he modified it. 89 Some, for example, see Paul returning to Gal 3:27-28 and explaining baptism into Christ as a baptism into his death and resurrection. 90 Others find Paul countering a tradition similar to that expressed in Col 2:11-13. In this case he was correcting a realized eschatology by moving the full realization of the believer.'s new life with the resurrected Jesus from the present into the future. 91 The latter interpretation understands Rom 6:1-11 as a reaction to the Corinthian enthusiasts, a position strengthened by the fact that most scholars think Paul wrote Romans in Corinth. 92 This study of baptism for the dead cannot settle the scholarly debate
